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This project was developed to present information surrounding the question, With the
prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), how can elementary educators best
address and support student behaviors associated with trauma? The project consists of five
one-hour long professional development (PD) sessions for elementary staff, aimed to equip them
with the skills and tools necessary to address and support student behaviors associated with
trauma. It is based on the principles of adult learning according to the work of Knowles (as cited
in Bright Morning, 2020) which include: in order to learn adults must feel safe; adults come to
learning with past experiences; adults must know the purpose behind the learning; adults want
their learning to be meaningful and relevant; adults need time to practice what they learn;
learning for adults should be problem-centered vs. subject-centered; and adults want to learn.
The professional development is meant to be implemented once every other month over
the course of the school year with session one occurring in September and session five occurring
in May. Before the first session, staff are to take the pre-survey. The purpose of the pre-survey is
to assess staff knowledge on ACEs and their level of comfortability in addressing and supporting
student behavior that is related to trauma, specifically in regards to the supports that will be
addressed in the PD. These include: social-emotional learning (SEL), mindfulness, and
restorative discipline.
The goals of the first session are for staff to understand Adverse Childhood Experiences.
Staff will be introduced to ACEs, shared statistics about their prevalence, as well as learn about
different examples/types of ACEs. The goals of the second session are for staff to understand the
effects of ACEs, specifically related to the brain, attachment, and regulation and the implications
for the classroom setting. Staff will be introduced to the flight, fight, and freeze response during
this session and how students affected by trauma often operate in survival mode. The goals of the
third through fifth sessions are to focus on research-based interventions that elementary staff can
use to address and support student behavior that is related to trauma. The goals of the third
session are to understand what social-emotional learning is and how it can be effective in helping
students who have been affected by trauma. Staff will learn about protective factors for ACEs,
key components and core competencies of an effective trauma-informed SEL program, as well as
the benefits of SEL. The fourth session focuses on mindfulness. The goals of the fourth session
are for teachers to learn what mindfulness is and how it can be effective in helping students who
have been affected by trauma, especially when it is used in conjunction with other interventions,
such as SEL. More specifically, they will learn about how mindfulness can improve executive
functioning as well as behavioral and emotional regulation, all of which are often compromised
by students affected by trauma. Staff will also learn about the teacher’s role when it comes to
mindfulness. The last session will focus on restorative discipline. Teachers will learn what
restorative discipline is, how it differs from exclusionary discipline, and the benefits of the latter,
especially when it comes to students who have faced a lot of trauma. Teachers will be introduced
to trauma-informed care (TIC) in this session and the five characteristics that vary greatly when
it comes to the two types of discipline. These include: control, ownership, goals, communication
and focus. The principles of restorative discipline will also be discussed: interpersonal
relationships, personal dignity, mutual respect and understanding, restorative conferencing, and
restitution.
Following the fifth and final session, staff will take a post-survey. The purpose of the
post-survey will be to see how their level of comfortability with addressing and supporting
student behaviors related to trauma has changed due to the professional development. It will also
be used to determine future staff development on the topic.
My hope is that this project will equip elementary teachers with the necessary skills and
knowledge to better support our students with trauma. It is my belief that when we truly
understand our students, treat them with kindness and dignity, take an approach to their behavior
that is empathetic and relationship-based, and teach them the skills needed in order to be
successful, even our most vulnerable students will succeed. This is where the power of










Discuss with your table:
● What do you know about Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)?
○ What are they?
○ How prevalent are they?
○ What are some examples or types of aces?
What are adverse childhood experiences?
● According to murphy & sacks (2019), Adverse childhood experiences, 
commonly called aces, are traumatic events that occur before a child is 
18 
How prevalent are aces?
● According to a 2015-2017 study, approximately 61% of people have experienced 
at least one ace, while around 16% of people have experienced four or more 
aces (breedlove et al., 2020)
● According to the national child traumatic stress initiative (2015), by the age 
of 16, more than two-thirds of children have experienced at least one 
traumatic event.
Prevalence con’t
● According to the 2016 national survey of children’s health (NSCH), adversities 
are not experienced equally between races:
○ Results of the survey found that around 50% of hispanic children and 
60% of black children have experienced at least one ace, compared to 40% 
of white children and approximately 20% of asian children (murphey & 
sacks, 2019)
Prevalence con’t
● Recent research also suggests that children living in lower income homes or 
less safe neighborhoods, as well as children with special health needs are more 
likely to have aces than those who do not (Soleimanpour et al., 2017)
● This also holds true for children who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender or questioning (LGBTQ) and those in the juvenile justice system 
Source: 2017-2018 Wisconsin Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey 
dhs.wisconsin.gov
Aces in wisconsin by household income
Source: 2017-2018 Wisconsin Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey
dhs.wisconsin.gov
Aces in wisconsin by race/ethnicity
Source: 2015-2018 Wisconsin Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey
dhs.wisconsin.gov
Discuss with your table:
● Why is it important as educators that we consider that 59% of 
wisconsin residents have 1 or more ACEs?
● What is the relationship between ACEs and household income? 
● How about between ACEs and race/ethnicity? 
○ Do all races experience ACEs equally?
Types of aces
● The original aces study, conducted between 1995 and 1997 by the center 
for disease control and prevention and kaiser permanente, measured 
several types of ACES including (Capatosto, 2015, p.3):
○ Abuse and maltreatment (physical, sexual, and psychological)
○ Family dysfunction (mental illness, drug use, violence in the 
home)
○ Loss of family members
Types con’t
● Since the original aces study, these experiences have expanded to include 
(breedlove et al., 2020, p.2):
○ Social disadvantage (homelessness, economic hardship)
○ Generational effects 
■ Historical trauma 
Types con’t
○ Psychological, physical or sexual abuse
○ community or school violence
○ witnessing or experiencing domestic 
violence
○ national diasters or terrorism
○ commercial sexual exploitation
○ sudden or violent loss of a loved one
○ refugee or war experiences
○ military family-related stressors
○ physical or sexual assault
○ Neglect
○ serious accidents or life-threatening 
illness
According to the National child traumatic stress initiative (2015, 
p.1) these experiences may also include, but are not limited to:
Which ACEs are the most common?
● According to the 2016 National survey of children’s health survey, the 
most commonly reported aces at both the state and national level were 
(murphey & sacks, 2019):
○ Economic hardship
○ Divorce or separation of parents
Discuss with your Table:
● Why do you think it’s important educators are aware of aces and their 
prevalence?
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● Effects of aces
○ Brain




Discuss with your table:
● What are some important takeaways from the video?
○ How does chronic stress affect the…
■ Size of the brain?
■ Its structure?
■ How it functions?
○ Are there any factors that can buffer the effects of chronic stress?
Flight, fight, or freeze response
● When presented with danger, it is our body’s natural defense to go into 
survival mode, triggering what’s known as the flight, fight, or freeze 
response (Souers & hall, 2016)
●  During this response, our body’s objective is to escape the danger and 
return to a safe state as soon as possible
Flight, fight, or freeze con’t
● Flight, or to avoid or escape the danger, is usually our body’s first response
● When this fails, we turn to Fight
● When the ability to process the situation becomes clouded, we freeze
How does this apply to the classroom?
● Students who have faced adversity in their life, often enter the survival 
mode when faced with stress in the classroom 
● This can look a variety of ways: 
○ withdrawing (flight)
○ acting out (fight)
○ going numb (freezing)
Child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS), 2020
“CHILDREN AND INFANTS USE A VARIETY OF ADAPTIVE RESPONSE PATTERNS IN THE 
FACE OF THREAT, AND IN A USE-DEPENDENT FASHION, INTERNALIZE ASPECTS OF THESE 
RESPONSES, ORGANIZING THE DEVELOPING BRAIN”
~PERRY ET AL. (1995)
SO WHAT DOES THIS ALL MEAN?
● THE MORE OFTEN A RESPONSE PATTERN IS USED, THE MORE INTERNALIZED IT 
BECOMES AND THE MORE LIKELY A CHILD WILL RESPOND THE SAME WAY TO 
STRESSFUL SITUATIONS IN THE FUTURE
● THIS IS WHY THE FLIGHT, FIGHT, OR FREEZE RESPONSE OFTEN JUST BECOMES A 
NORMAL RESPONSE FOR CHILDREN WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED TRAUMA 
attachment
Attachment is a bonding that 
develops over time between a child 
and their caregiver and is the 
building block of a child’s 
development (howard, 2013)
Why is it important to consider?
“From birth to 3 years, children rely heavily on parents and caregivers to 
help them learn to control their emotions, impulses and behavior”
~Levy & orlans (2014)
● In the event of stress, it is the parent or caregiver who protects and 
comforts the child until the child develops the ability to regulate 
themselves (howard, 2013)
ACES & attachment
● Exposure to trauma often disrupts healthy, 
early attachment experiences and the 
predictable response from a caregiver is no 
longer present 
● In an unhealthy attachment, the caregiver is 
no longer a sense of security for the child 
which can lead to problems with emotional 
regulation and resilience
Attachment & trauma network, 2014
Aces & attachment con’t
● In contrast, the co-regulation that occurs in 
a healthy attachment, can lead to more 
effective emotional management down the 
road and act as a buffer against any stress 
and trauma
● In short, a healthy bond between child and 
caregiver has the ability to mitigate the 
effects of childhood adversity 
Attachment & trauma network, 2014
What role can schools play?
● While the outcomes for children with trauma backgrounds can seem 
disheartening, the brain has an incredibly plastic nature and can be 




Discuss with your table:
● WHY DO YOU THINK IT’S SO IMPORTANT THAT EDUCATORS ARE AWARE OF THE 
EFFECTS OF ACES?
● How might ACEs manifest themselves in the classroom?
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○ Creating a positive school climate
○ Focusing on emotions
○ Conditions for success
○ Core competencies & benefits
Discuss with your table:
● What is your experience/familiarity with social-emotional learning? 
How do you think it could be effective in supporting students who have 
been affected by trauma?
● What do you think makes an SEL program “trauma-informed”?
Protective factors
● Research has shown certain factors can lessen the negative effects of 
childhood trauma (murphey & sacks, 2019)
○ Supportive, positive adult relationship(s)
■ in or out of the home 
○ Intrapersonal skills
■ Ability to manage emotions
Source: Englewood health
resilience
● Resilience: the ability to adapt in the face of a difficult or stressful 
situation (Labelle, 2019)
● By focusing on key social and emotional skills such as self-regulation, 
child can develop resilience (murphey & sacks, 2019)
What role do schools play?
● There is clear evidence that resilience relies heavily on other people and 
systems in the child’s life (Labelle, 2019)
○ Schools must carefully plan and execute the appropriate services to 
support their students who have experienced aces (soleimanpour et 
al., 2017)
Social-emotional learning
“Social-emotional learning is the process through which children and 
adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, 
feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 
relationships, and make positive decisions”
~Labelle (2019, p.1)
Why is it so important?
● Social-emotional learning in the school setting can enhance 
children’s ability to manage their emotions and behaviors (paiva, 2019)
○ This is especially important for children who have been exposed to 
adversity as their self-regulation skills are often compromised 
Trauma-informed sel
● Not all sel is trauma-informed
○ According to pawlo et al. (2019), The difference between typical sel 
curriculum and trauma-informed sel curriculum revolves around 
its intensity
■ Many fail to take into consideration the intensity needed
Trauma-informed sel con’t
● Sel skills of traumatized individuals are often overpowered by the 
trauma or survival skill response (pawlo et al., 2019)
○ Therefore, trauma-informed sel programs must take into account 
that some students may experience strong emotions that will 
interfere with their ability to process the new information
Key areas to consider:
● Creating a positive school climate
● Focusing on emotions
● Planning for implementation
Creating a positive school environment
● Emotionally stable adults 
○ Many students who have faced adversity grew up with caregivers who 
were inconsistent in their caregiving; supportive, positive adult 
relationships are especially important for these children (pawlo et 
al., 2019)
School environment con’t
● Highly predictable routines and consistency
○ Highly predictable routines can counteract the 
lack of predictability and safety students of 
trauma often face at home (keels et al., 2017)
○ Consistency builds trust between the students 
and adults and teaches children that adults can 
be seen as a source of safety 
School environment con’t
● Strengths-based vs. deficit-based focus
○ Students of trauma often struggle 
with positive self-identity (pawlo et 
al., 2019)
○ Sel programs must incorporate 
opportunities for students to feel 
appreciated, understood, and like 
valued members of the classroom 
and school community
Focusing on emotions
● A student’s background can impede on their receptiveness to sel 
programs
○ According to ly (2018), “when their internal state is focused solely 
on surviving, they do not have the capacity to focus on learning 
how to resolve their own emotional issues, much less those 
involving others” (p. 4)
Emotions con’t
● Because they are so used to reacting, they are unable to think properly 
through their emotions and situations that may present themselves (ly, 
2018)
○ Decision-making skills and conflict resolution skills must be 
explicitly taught and students must have ample opportunity to 
practice these skills (pawlo et al., 2019)
Conditions for success
“Teachers with stronger social and emotional skills have more positive 
relationships with students, engage in more effective classroom 
management, and implement their students’ social and emotional 
programming more effectively”
~jones & kahn (2017, p. 11)
Sel core competencies
● According to the collaborative for academic, social, and emotional learning 







● The following outcomes have been associated with the five core 
competencies:
○ Positive social behavior
○ Fewer conduct problems
○ Less emotional distress
○ Academic success 
Sel benefits con’t
● A meta-analysis of over 200 universal sel programs used within a k-8 setting 
found that compared to controls, students who participated in sel programs 




○ Academic performance 
Discuss with your table:
● What is the key difference between a typical sel program and a 
trauma-informed sel program? What key areas need to be considered?
● What are the benefits of such a program?
● What components of our current sel program (2nd step) are working 
well? Where might our gaps be? How can we work to fill them?
Besides 2nd step, what else can i do?
● Reflect on your own social-emotional competence - where do your 
strengths lie? What are your current challenges?
○ https://schoolguide.casel.org/resource/adult-sel-self-assessment/
● Engage your students in simple sel activities that focus on emotions - 
check out this blog for ideas!
○ https://proudtobeprimary.com/emotions-for-kids/ 
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Discuss with your table:
● What do you know about the concept of mindfulness? Have you ever used 
mindfulness with your students before? If so, what kind of impact have 
you seen (especially with students who have faced adversity)?
● What role do you believe the teacher plays in mindfulness?
What is mindfulness?
“An increase in bodily awareness of internal and external stimuli and emotional states” 
(langer et al., 2019, p. 36)
“Where one is not simply more attentive to life’s experiences, but is also more accepting and non 
judgemental toward the inner and outer happenings of life”
(Jennings et al., 2019, p.4)
Where did the idea of mindfulness originate?
● The idea of mindfulness dates back 2500 years ago as a traditional 
buddhist practice and has gained much popularity in the last 15 years, 
specifically in the west (Jennings et al., 2019)
Benefits of mindfulness
● Greater well-being and resilience (langer et al., 2019)
● Reduction of internalizing and externalizing behaviors as well as 
general psychological distress
● Promoting of executive function and behavioral and emotional 
regulation skills (jennings et al., 2019)
Executive functioning
● Often referred to as the building block of self-regulation, executive 
functioning is the ability of shifting attention, impulse control, and 
retaining information despite distractions (jennings et al., 2019)
● “A set of interrelated cognitive abilities that enable goal-directed 
behavior” (p. 35)
Executive functioning con’t
● A study by quach et al. (as cited in 
jennings et al., 2019), showed that 
second and third grade students who 
were lower in executive functioning 
from the start showed greater 
improvement after meeting twice a 
week over an 8-week period to engage in 
mindfulness practices, such as sitting 
meditation, than those who did not 
engage in the practices.
Behavioral regulation
● Behavioral regulation is “the ability to control behavior in the service 
of long-term goals” (jennings et al., 2019, p. 37)
Behavioral regulation con’t
● A study of approximately 120 kindergarten students who participated in 
a 6-week mindfulness program, in which they participated in 
mindfulness practices such as developing kind thoughts and mindful 
breathing, three times per week, found that those in the mindfulness 
group performed better on a head-toes-knees-shoulders task, than those 
in the control group.

Emotional regulation
● Emotional regulation is the ability to recognize and control one’s 
emotions (jennings et al., 2019)
Emotional regulation con’t
A study conducted in baltimore of 
approximately 100 fourth and fifth 
graders, found that after 
participation in a 12-week 
mindfulness program (involving 
yoga, breathing techniques, etc.) 
participants had fewer “reactive” 
responses to stress, compared to the 
control group (jennings et al., 2019) 
Emotional regulation con’t
● Another study found that participants in the mindfulness program 
used less negative coping strategies and showed an improvement in 
emotional arousal, coping strategies, and hostility compared to those 
who did not participate (jennings et al., 2019)
What do these findings suggest?
● participation in mindfulness programs has the ability to improve 
overall executive functioning, as well as behavioral and emotional 
regulation
Teacher role
● Effective teaching goes beyond just content and pedagogical skill and 
involves the disposition of the teacher and their ability to teach 
students basic social-emotional skills (jennings et al., 2019)
The mindful teacher
A mindful teacher is a teacher who is “clear minded and aware (not 
distracted), calm bodied (and not reactive), and kind-hearted (and not 
critical, coercive, or biased) in word and deed in interactions with 
students in the classroom”
~jennings et al., 2019, p. 108 
The mindful teacher con’t
● Able to stay calm and manage their emotions
● Able to effectively manage their classroom
● Has clearly defined expectations for behavior and is able to respond 
quickly to any violation in a firm, yet calm manner
● Is empathetic and compassionate towards students and shows a keen 
awareness of their social and emotional needs 
Discuss with your table:
● What are the benefits of mindfulness? 
● How can it help students who have faced adversity, especially in regards 
to executive functioning and emotional/behavioral regulation? 
● What is the teacher’s role when it comes to mindfulness?
Where can i begin?




● Learn about dr. dan siegel’s hand model of the brain and teach your 
students it (great for emotional regulation!)
○ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V0BYs-LN5bY 
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Discuss with your table:
● What do you know about restorative discipline/restorative practice? 
● How do you think it could be effective in supporting students who have 
faced adversity?
Exclusionary discipline
● “Zero tolerance” approach
● Values include (capatosto, 2015):
○ Controlling behavior
○ Reducing symptoms
○ Punishing behavior 
○ Student deficits
● Still widely used among the u.s today
Why is it so bad?
“Punitive school discipline policies not only deprive students of 
educational opportunities, but fail to make schools safer places”
~Gonzales (2012)
Detrimental effects
● Often leads to future offenses by the offender(s) / increased delinquency 
(gonzales, 2012)
● Increases the likelihood of the offender(s) entering the juvenile justice 
system 
● Hinders educational progress, leads to a continued cycle of failure, and 
is not effective for reducing problem behaviors
So Why do schools still use it?
● Many who support this approach say that it creates a safer school 
environment
What does the research say?
● Research says no
○ A review of the use of this approach conducted by the american 
psychological association in 2006 found no improvement in 
overall school safety (gonzales, 2012)
○ School safety satisfaction was actually lower in schools that use 
“push-out” methods like suspension and expulsion
Why is this important to consider?
“Instead of promoting learning in a safe environment, zero tolerance 









● Related to the concept of restorative justice in the criminal justice system (meyer & 
evans, 2016)
Restorative discipline con’t
● RD is Founded on the following five principles (evans & meyer, 2016):
○ Interpersonal relationships
○ Personal dignity




Restorative discipline “emphasizes the importance of interconnectedness 
through building relationships and repairing relationships once harm has 
occurred”
~breedlove et al., 2020, p. 7

School climate
● Restorative discipline relies heavily on a positive school climate (meyer 







● The quality of the aspects, especially safety and relationships, affect the 
restorative discipline approach
● A review of these aspects is essential in laying the groundwork for 
establishing restorative practices within a school 
○ Where are we? What’s going well? What can we work on?
Benefits 
Studies have found that “when schools approach discipline through 
responsive, integrated, and restorative mechanisms, they are more effective 
at maintaining safe communities” and by implementing restorative 
practices, “schools can promote stronger academic environments, which in 
turn improve school safety”
~gonzales, 2012, pp. 17-18
Benefits con’t
● When school staff have high expectations for behavior, show they care 
and use fair disciplinary practices, students feel safer and more 
connected to their school communities (gonzales, 2012)
○ This is significant as it shows that restorative practices are needed 
in more schools in order to create safer environments where 
students feel safe, secure, and like they belong/matter
Weareteachers, 2019








● Focuses on the behaviors 
themselves
● Elicits a standard response
● Fails to consider the 
context
● Considers individuals 
differences and context




● Student success is entirely 
attributed to the student
● Fails to address a student’s 
environment and the idea 
that it may be outside their 
realm of control
● Some of the ownership falls 
on the adult(s) and their 
ability to consider barriers 
a student may be facing 
and work to reduce them
Goals 
exclusionary restorative
● Focuses on reducing 
symptoms
● Focuses on meeting the 
child’s basic needs 
● Goal is to establish a safe 




● Believes taking an 
authoritative stance to 
student behavior will 
evoke student compliance
● Believes trust through 
communication is key
● Once rapport is established, 
students may be more 






● Using interventions to fix 
the issues
● Building upon student 
strengths 
So what does this all mean?
● Exclusionary practices have shown to be ineffective in reducing 
problematic behavior, and often lead to poor school climates
● Restorative practices on the other hand have led to safer school 
environments, less problem behavior, and students who feel more 
valued and accepted 
In order to better support students who have faced adversity, it is 
important schools move away from punitive measures, such as suspension 
and expulsion, to a more trauma-informed approach such as restorative 
practice.
Discuss with your table:
● What are the values/principles of restorative discipline? 
● How does it differ from exclusionary discipline especially in regards to: 
control, ownership, goals, communication, and focus?
● Why is it important we move towards this approach in order to better 
support our students with trauma?
Where can i begin?
● Reflect - how restorative am i?
○ https://pb4l.tki.org.nz/PB4L-Restorative-Practice/Restorative-Practice-Kete-Book-Two 
(module 1)
● Role-play a restorative conversation with a colleague
○ https://pb4l.tki.org.nz/PB4L-Restorative-Practice/Restorative-Practice-Kete-Book-Two 
(Modules 18 and 24)
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